DHA is found in high concentrations in the brain; or maybe visual impairment cannot be seen at 7 months, but manifests itself later in childhood or even adulthood.
The higher DHA levels found in the breast-fed babies should be considered the physiological norm, with anything signi®cantly lower considered a de®ciency.
Just because we do not yet know the consequences of this dramatic alteration in the structure and composition of these infants' red blood cells, this does not mean that there are none. If, at some point, any negative effects are proven, as I am con®dent they will be, this information will come too late to be of any bene®t to all those formula-fed children (of whom I myself, along with most of my generation in the USA, am one). This is similar to what occurred with folic acid. For years it was hypothesized that a folate de®ciency increased the risk of neural-tube defects. Yet this information was not conveyed adequately to the public until recently, when this theory gained more acceptance. In the meantime, how many babies were born with these largely preventable and often fatal defects? Many more were spontaneously aborted or electively terminated.
The medical and scienti®c communities need to begin to take the position that any de®ciency or alteration in normal biochemical parameters should be considered potentially dangerous.
Although it seems like a well-conducted and valid study, my fear is that it will be cited by those who wish to disparage the values of human milk and extol the virtues, or at least the equivalence of, arti®cial breast milk substitutes (formula).
I think a small caveat added to the conclusion would have been appropriate.
C Mermer,
West®eld, New Jersey, USA
Response
We agree with Dr Mermer that the consequences of biochemical differences between human milk and arti®cial formulas should not be overlooked. Many studies have already shown functional differences in health and development between children who had either been breast-fed or fed arti®cial formula. Of course it is impossible to prevent misuse of published data. The data from our study do not support any reduction of the values of human milk. From our study we can only conclude that we found no in¯uence of infant diet on visual acuity at 7 months of age, despite large differences in blood fatty acid values between breastfed and formula-fed infants. We cannot say anything about functional consequences other than visual acuity at 7 months. Further studies on the (long-term) effects of the biochemical differences between human milk and arti®cial formulas will be necessary.
